A mid concerns about SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome) and now avian influenza, the European Union (EU) is hurrying to launch an equivalent of the US Centers for Disease Prevention and Control---a European CDC (ECDC).

Within 48 h of the European Parliament giving the go-ahead for the centre, EU health ministers met in Brussels on Feb 12 to thrash out the details. Representatives compared notes on national contingency plans to counter an influenza pandemic, and discussed vaccine stocks, before authorising Irish Commissioner David Byrne to draw up an EU-wide "preparedness plan", which will help protect a population of 445 million people, after enlargement of the EU on May1.

The long campaign for a Europe-wide epidemiological organisation met with widespread resistance from governments that were reluctant to give up their individual responsibilities. However, European Parliament representatives insisted that the ECDC should have powers wider than the largely advisory role proposed by Byrne.

The approved terms of reference require ECDC "to identify, assess, and communicate current and emerging threats to human health from communicable diseases". If outbreaks of illness are of unknown origin, the centre is "empowered to act on its own initiative until the source of the outbreak is known---and then in cooperation with the relevant competent authorities at national or \[EU\] level as appropriate".But with no laboratory facilities of its own, the ECDC will start life as a networking operation, building on existing intergovernmental contacts.

Byrne expressed misgivings that the 30-member ECDC management board may prove "unwieldy" since all 25 EU states are to be represented, alongside three Commission nominees and two from the parliament. MEPs also secured seats on the ECDC Advisory Forum for NGOs, professional bodies and academia.

The ECDC legislation is expected to be signed within weeks, thus avoiding the risk that the draft might lapse when the current parliament rises in May.

A budget of almost €48 million (£33million) is allocated for 2005--07. During that period, the initial ECDC staff of just 35 is expected to grow to almost 100.
